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Introduction

The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) considers the principles of

inclusiveness, participation and equali ty should guide debate regarding the status of

young people in relation the reform of Seanad Éireann.  Young people’s inclusion and

participation in the politi cal, economic and social li fe of the country needs to be

facilit ated.  It should also be recognised that young people have rights as individuals

and not just as members of their families.

It should also be noted that NYCI is a nominating body for the Seanad elections and

therefore has particular interest in the promotion of young people’s rights in Irish

society.  This consultative process also serves as an opportunity to highlight the fact

that the Seanad must become more relevant to young people in their everyday lives.

(A) Composition

Manner and Basis of election to Seanad Éireann

Although an 18 year old has the right to vote at elections and referenda and the right

to be a member of a local authority, the age specified in Article 16.1.1 of the

Constitution (eligibili ty for membership of Dáil Éireann) is still “ the age of twenty-

one years” . Moreover, to be eligible for membership of Seanad Éireann a person

must be eligible for membership of Dáil Éireann. (See Article 18.2 of the

Constitution.).  In keeping with NYCI stated principles regarding the involvement

and participation of young people in all areas of Irish li fe, we consider that if young

people can vote at 18, they should also have the right to decide themselves whether

they should stand for election.

NYCI recommends that:

• The Constitution is amended so that young people at the age of 18 years can

represent the public as a member of Dáíl Éireann and subsequently, the Seanad.

NYCI regards the process of electing to Seanad Éireann as unfair and exclusionary.

The Constitution Review Group in its 1996 report said that the Seanad should either
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be reformed or abolished.  As it stands, the Seanad has 60 members, the vast majority

of them being elected from five separate vocational panels.  These panels are not

representative of all sectors of society and at present, it fails to provide a voice for

relatively large and vulnerable sectors of Irish society, including young people.

NYCI recommends that:

• The method of electing representatives to the Seanad through vocational panels

must be reformed and subsequently widened to include representatives of people

more vulnerable in Irish society.

University representation either in its current or amended form

Government has failed to pass a simple amendment to the Seanad Electoral

(University Members) Act 1937, which would allow graduates from all higher

education institutions the same rights as graduates of the NUI and TCD to elect

members of Seanad Éireann.  NYCI regards this as a case of unequal representation of

the university sector and must be amended.

NYCI recommends that:

• The NUI and University of Dublin Seanad Electoral Panels should be

amalgamated into a six seat Graduates Panel, open to graduates from all the

Universities, Institutes of Technology and other Higher Education Institutions.

Representation for Emigrants and p eople from Northern Ireland

The Government announced in January 1995 that the overall membership of the

Seanad would remain at 60 but that three representatives of the eleven members who

are nominated by the Taoiseach, would be representative of emigrants.  This proposal

was never realised, as there was never agreement on a single model of how this could

be achieved.

NYCI believes that this issue must be resolved in the reform of Seanad Éireann, but

highlights the following issues:
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• The issue of taxation must be resolved (i.e. if you are not paying tax in the

Republic of Ireland, why should you have a say on how it is governed)

• The issue of discrimination must be resolved (i.e. if the Government were to allow

emigrants and people in Northern Ireland to vote, then logically they would have

to extend the general vote to the entire Irish electorate).

• While emigration is still a factor, Ireland is now predominantly a country of

immigration rather than emigration.  The CSO estimates that there is now almost

30,000 net inward migration per year.

With respect to these caveats, NYCI recommends that:

• The Government, in conjunction with the Seanad, re-examine the consultation

paper “Representation of Emigrants in Seanad Éireann”, published in 1996 by the

then Minister for the Environment, with a view to determining if the proposals

contained within it form the basis for moving forward on the issue.  If they do, the

Government should then proceed with the required legislative and constitutional

amendments to enact it.  If the 1996 proposals do not form a suff icient basis for

moving forward, then the Government should draw up a new Green Paper on this

issue, proposing a new way forward.

(B) Functions

The Role of the Seanad in legislation, pub lic accoun tabili ty and Debate

It must be noted that a significant amount of debate on current legislation and

blockages within the politi cal system occurs in the Seanad.  This must be

acknowledged at a time when Dáil debate has been heavily curtailed.  NYCI also

acknowledges the fact that Governments and politi cians are more likely to initiate

legislation in the Seanad than they were 10 years ago (e.g. Freedom of Information

(amendment) Act).

However, there is a pressing need for the role of the Seanad to become more relevant

and more accountable to the lives of Irish citizens.

NYCI recommends that:
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• The Seanad be given responsibili ty for having an annual ‘State of the Nation’

debate, where it reviews how the State and institutions are addressing the needs of

Irish citizens.

• The Seanad set up a committee to monitor and review the new social partnership

agreement ‘Sustaining Progress’ .  The committee would have responsibili ty to

monitor implementation of the agreement and it would also provide social partners

with an opportunity to discuss progress with the Oireachtas.

The Role of the Seanad in European Union Affairs

NYCI believes that the Seanad should be afforded additional responsibiliti es in

relation to European Union affairs.  NYCI concurs with the National Forum on

Europe Chairman Senator Maurice Hayes in relation to the role of the Oireachtas and

European Union Affairs.  According to Senator Hayes:

“Recent Government proposals on Oireachtas reform are aimed at ensuring

that the Dáil and Seanad play a more effective role in making the Executive

accountable for its conduct of EU business and in informing the public of

developments. I believe it is fair to say that all members of the Forum

welcome this long overdue effort to make the process clearer, more accessible

and, above all , more accountable. They assuage some of the concerns that

have been expressed about the need to bring Europe closer to the people

through the Dáil and Seanad”

NYCI recommends that:

• MEPs and the Irish EU Commissioner should automatically be allowed to attend

and participate in the Seanad, without voting rights.  This would allow for greater

co-ordination of National and European politi cs and policies.

• The Seanad be given an ‘oversight role’ regarding EU legislation, so that any

major proposals that the European Commission or European Parliament make

would have to be debated in the Seanad.


